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american public education is in the midst of intense change, and teachers, 
in particular, are facing pressure to produce better outcomes for students. 
as policymakers, teachers unions, and other stakeholders react to 
changing demands on the nation’s public education system, there remains 
considerable debate about what teachers think and what they want. too 
often assumptions define the conversation rather than actual evidence of 
teachers’ views. Teachers unions and associations often claim to represent 
the voice of all teachers. But, while these groups serve an important role, 
they cannot possibly be expected to represent the diverse viewpoints of 
a profession with 3.2 million practitioners.1 as such, independent public 
opinion research that investigates what teachers think about various issues 





3	 Steve	Farkas,	Jean	Johnson,		and		Ann	Duffett,	Stand By Me: 
What Teachers Really Think About Unions, Merit Pay and Other 
Professional Matters,		(New	York:	Public	Agenda,	2003).

































































Figure 1–1.* Trapped by Benefits
Too many veteran teachers who are burned out stay because they do not want  










*Percentages in figures may not equal 100 percent due to rounding or omission of 
answer categories. Question wording may be edited for space. Full question wording 
is available in Appendix B. Small discrepancies between percentages in the text and 
figures are due to rounding.
Figure 1–2. Breaking Up Is Hard to Do 
In some districts, the process for removing teachers who are clearly ineffective 
and shouldn’t be in the classroom—but who are past the probationary 

















































Figure 1–3. No Clear Solution to Ineffectual Teachers
Which is the most likely course of action a principal in your district would 
take if faced with a persistently ineffective teacher who was already past the 
probationary period? [Question 70]
0 20 40 60 80 100
Quietly encourage the teacher to leave 13%
Transfer the teacher to another school in 
the district 14%
Do nothing 14%
18%Initiate formal proceedings to remove the teacher from the district’s employ
Make a serious effort to retrain the teacher 26%
Figure 1–4. Evaluations: Just a Formality
Which statement describes your most recent formal evaluation? [Question 28]
It was just 
a formality
Not Sure (2%)
It was useful and effective in terms of 
helping you be a better teacher
It was well-intentioned but not 









retirement:	“They will take 5 percent of your pension away 
from you for every year that you quit before the age of 60. If 
you’re at 30 years, and you’re burned out, you better go the 
34, or they’re going to take 20 percent of your pension from 
you. That is the really bad thing about it because it almost 
makes these teachers be there whether they want to be or 
not.”
Newcomers	talked	about	being	forewarned	about	the	pitfalls	
of	the	benefit	structure:	“I’ve been around four years, and I’ve 
heard people say, ‘If you want to get out of the system, get 
out of it now before you’re locked in,’”	explained	a	relatively	
novice	Milwaukee	teacher.	
On Ineffective Peers: 
Teachers	acknowledged	the	existence	of	ineffective	peers	
and	how	hard	it	is	to	remove	them	from	the	classroom.	“I 
have children in school right now, and there certainly are 





“They have to go through a lot of hoops. … We had blatant 
documentation, parent complaints, calls to a school board, all 
sorts of things, but the principal’s hands were tied on every 
single situation.”
And	a	teacher	from	a	Milwaukee	suburb	said:	“In our district 
there’s a male teacher. … He is struggling very, very much and 
is still probationary, but they renewed his contract. Our entire 
department is shocked.”
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Figure 1–5. More Flexible Schools




Principals and teachers 
have more control and 
flexibility over these 
matters
Work rules and school duties 


























































Figure 2–1. Regular Evaluations for Tenured Teachers
How often do you think tenured teachers should be formally evaluated? 
[Question 32]
At least every 2 years
Every 3–5 years
Non-Tenured (n=198)Tenured (n=778)








Figure 2–2. what Merits More Pay?
Percent who “strongly” or “somewhat” favor giving financial incentives to:
0 20 40 60 80 100
2007 (n=1,010) 2003 (n=1,345)
Teachers who work in tough neighborhoods with 
low-performing schools [Question 23] 
80%*
70%*
Teachers who receive accreditation from the 




Teachers who consistently receive outstanding 
evaluations by their principals [Question 19]
58%*
62%*
Teachers who specialize in hard-to-fill subjects 
such as science or mathematics [Question 22]
53%*
42%*
Teachers whose students routinely score higher 





Figure 2–3. Swapping Tenure
If you had the choice, would you: [Question 33]
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
Tenured Non-Tenured




Trade tenure if the pay increase 
were a lot higher
29%*
21%* 
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Figure 2–5. Attracting the Best and Brightest
How would you rate each idea for attracting and retaining high-quality teachers 
to the teaching profession?
57% 28%
Give teachers more time during the 
school day for class preparation and 
planning [Question 14] 
17% 37%
Actively recruit and train second-career 
candidates from business and other 
sectors of the economy [Question 12] 
30% 40%
Make it easier to earn and take 
sabbatical leave for teachers working in 
really challenging schools [Question 18] 
44% 34%
Make it far easier to leave and return to 
teaching without losing retirement 
benefits [Question 15] 
14% 29%
Ease state certification requirements 
while intensifying in-class supervision, 
observation, and mentoring [Question 13] 












Offer new teachers substantially higher 
starting salaries in exchange for smaller 
pensions when they retire [Question 16] 
†Figures in parentheses represent totals.
Figure 2–4. Adding Value 
How much would you favor/oppose 
financially rewarding teachers whose 
students make comparatively more academic 
progress in terms of improved reading levels, 
teacher evaluations, and classroom tests? 
[Question 24]
How would you rate this as a way of 
measuring teacher effectiveness: Assessing 
students’ skills and knowledge when they first 
come to a teacher and again when they leave to 





















































































used	to	determine	pay	bonuses:	“Prior to this year, I would say 
that merit-based pay … it’s an insult. Like I’m going to work 
harder? I work as hard as I can, and I’m not going to work 
harder for more money. That’s an insult to me. My school … 
got a very large federal grant starting next year for this merit-
based pay, so the way that it’s worked out, I really like it. … 
It’s based on the value-added of what I do. … My kids started 
at 10. … So if I take that from a 10 to a 25, are they at grade 
level? No. Did I do a really good job? Did I bring them up 
significantly? Yes. … We’ll see. It’s not been implemented yet. 





student	learning.	One	teacher	wrote,	“I still feel that teaching 
is one of the most valuable and fulfilling professions in the 
world. I am afraid that by tying teacher compensation to 
effectiveness, there will be less willingness for teachers to work 
together. Teaching will become a competition for getting the 
most money.”
A	New	York	teacher	said,	“Merit pay would make us all like 
cave people fighting for a bone.”
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Figure 3–1. Still Critical
Do you think of teachers unions or associations as: [Question 36]
Total 2003 (n=1,345) Total 2007 (n=1,010)
Absolutely essential 46* 54*
Important but not essential 38* 31*
Something you could do without 12 11
*Statistically significant difference.
































































Figure 3–2. The Unions and Teacher Quality
Percent who say the union in their district currently does each item:
Total 
(n=1,010)
Provide support and mentoring to new teachers [Question 58] 46
Negotiate new ways to more meaningfully and effectively 
evaluate teachers [Question 64]
41
Keep teachers updated on new instructional methods and 
curriculum [Question 55]
41
Provide teachers with high-quality training and professional 
development [Question 59]
38
Expand the career ladder for teachers by negotiating new and 
differentiated roles and responsibilities [Question 61]
33
Lead efforts to identify ineffective teachers and retrain them 
[Question 63]
17
Guide ineffective teachers out of the profession [Question 62] 15
Screen teachers who are new or transferring to ensure a good 
fit with the schools they’re going to [Question 65]
15
Figure 3–3. Remember Bread and Butter
Do you think that teachers unions should: [Question 39]
Put more focus than they 
currently do on issues such as 
improving teacher quality and 
student achievement
Mostly stick to traditional 































Figure 3–5. The Unions and Pay for Performance
Support for union taking the lead on negotiating a way to add teacher 






























Voices From the Field …
On Unions as Protectors:
“I would never give up my continuing contract rights,” a	
31-year	veteran	wrote.	“I have seen too many parents and 
administrators make unfounded accusations that could ruin a 
career.”	
“Without our union, teachers are quite powerless,”	wrote	a	
teacher	from	Hawaii.
“One of the reasons that I belong to the union, as ineffective 
as it may be … I belong because of the liability policy. If you’re 
going to be a teacher, you need to have that liability. There are 
so many situations I couldn’t even begin to name. If you coach, 
do an activity, or something in the classroom, I just believe that 
they have lawyers that are specially trained for the educational 
system, not just somebody who went to law school and can 
interpret law, but somebody that really knows educational law,”	
said	a	Phoenix	teacher.	
“I have to say I just don’t know what it would be like if we 
didn’t have a union,”	said	one	New	York	City	teacher.	“I’m 
losing faith in the union more and more all the time, but I don’t 
know. … What would it be, if we didn’t have one?”	





would worry [that] my union couldn’t handle taking on anything 
else. … Get me a contract. We haven’t had a contract in 10 
years. Then think about something else.”
Many	teachers	felt	that	it	would	be	acceptable	for	their	union	
to	take	on	new	things	as	long	as	old	things	keep	getting	done.	
“I just think that there are other things that are more true to my 
feelings or my concerns. … If they were involved with [teacher 
quality/student achievement], I mean honestly, I would still 
probably have my focus or my concerns with my salary, the 
work day, those kinds of things,”	said	a	Phoenix	teacher.
Figure 3–4. How Unions Can Improve Teaching
Percent who favor their union taking on each item below:
Provide support and mentoring to new 
teachers (n=405) [Question 58C] (66%)33% 33%
Negotiate new ways to more meaningfully 
and effectively evaluate teachers (n=421) 
[Question 64C]
(72%)†36% 36%
Guide ineffective teachers out of the 
profession (n=652) [Question 62C] (66%)36% 30%
Expand the career ladder for teachers by 
negotiating new and differentiated roles 
and responsibilities (n=484) [Question 61C] 
(65%)27% 38%
Lead efforts to identify ineffective teachers 
and retrain them (n=630) [Question 63C] (65%)34% 31%
Keep teachers updated on new 
instructional methods and curriculum 
(n=474) [Question 55C]
(61%)24% 37%
Provide teachers with high quality training 
and professional development (n=474) 
[Question 59C]
(61%)27% 34%
Screen teachers who are new or transfer-
ring to ensure a good fit with the schools 
they’re going to (n=678) [Question 65C]
(47%)20% 27%
SomewhatStrongly
0 20 40 60 80 100
†Figures in parentheses represent totals.
Base: Teachers who say union currently does not do each item.










































Figure 3–6. Conflict or Cooperation
Today in your district, how would you describe the relationship between the 








































Merit Pay by Union Membership







Teachers who work in tough neighborhoods with 
low-performing schools [Question 23]
79 79
Teachers who receive accreditation from the 
National Board for Professional Teaching 
Standards [Question 21]
63 67
Teachers who consistently receive outstanding 
evaluations by their principals [Question 19]
52* 71*
Teachers who specialize in hard-to-fill subjects 
such as science or mathematics [Question 22]
49* 61*
Teachers whose kids routinely score higher than 
similar students on standardized tests [Question 20]
28* 47*
*Statistically significant difference.
















































































Don’t know Much About Charter Schools?










*38th Annual Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll of the Public’s Attitudes Toward the Public 
Schools, 2006.
†According to the Center for Education Reform, the exact number is 4,147 as of 2007 
(http://www.edreform.com/_upload/CER_charter_numbers.pdf).
‡Glover Park Group, 2005.












































what Unions Do for Me






























Agree that without a union, teachers would be 
vulnerable to school politics or administrators who 
abuse their power [Question 49]
93 65* 83 82
Agree that without collective bargaining, the working 
conditions and salaries of teachers would be much 
worse [Question 48]
88 60* 80 81
Agree that the union regularly provides information 
and opportunities to help them be a better teacher 
[Question 44]
52* 37 38 41
Say that being a union member provides feelings 
of pride and solidarity, in addition to the practical 
benefits [Question 77]
44* 25 29 29
Believe that the type of school that would be better for 
children is one where work rules and school duties 
affecting teachers are defined by contract [Question 66]
35* 15 21 21
*Statistically significant difference.
Merit Pay by Region































Teachers who work in tough neighborhoods with low-
performing schools [Question 23]
75* 80 86* 78
Teachers who receive accreditation from the National 
Board for Professional Teaching Standards  
[Question 21]
59* 69* 65 61
Teachers who consistently receive outstanding 
evaluations by their principals [Question 19]
48* 65* 56 54
Teachers who specialize in hard-to-fill subjects such as 
science or mathematics [Question 22]
42* 60* 57 49
Teachers whose kids routinely score higher than similar 
students on standardized tests [Question 20]
21* 44* 30 30
*Statistically significant difference.
Figure 4–1. The Continued Importance of Unions










Absolutely essential 30* 51* 57 60 
Important but not essential 49*  32* 30 27
Something you could do without 13 11 11 11 
*Statistically significant difference.
Note: Newcomer=less than five years; Veteran=more than 20 years.











































Figure 4–4. Favoring Financial Incentives
Percent who “strongly” or “somewhat” favor giving financial incentives to:
200 40 60 80 100
Veteran (n=363)Newcomer (n=110)
Teachers who work in tough neighbor-




Teachers who receive accreditation from 
the National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards [Question 21] 
75%* 
56%*
Teachers who consistently receive 




Teachers whose kids routinely score 
higher than similar students on 
standardized tests [Question 20] 
40%* 
28%*
Teachers who specialize in hard-to-fill 




Note: Newcomer=less than five years; Veteran=more than 20 years.
Figure 4–3. On My Side
Percent of teachers who:
Veteran (n=363)Newcomer (n=110)
0 20 40 60 80 100
Agree that without a union, teachers would be 
vulnerable to school politics or administrators 
who abuse their power [Question 49] 84%*
72%*
Agree that without collective bargaining, the 
working conditions and salaries of teachers 
would be much worse [Question 48] 80%*
69%*
Agree that the union regularly provides informa-
tion and opportunities to help them be a better 
teacher [Question 44] 48%
39%
Believe the union virtually always works for the 
best interests of its members and reflects their 
preferences [Question 75] 50%*
36%*
Say that being a union member provides 
feelings of pride and solidarity, in addition to 
the practical benefits [Question 77] 39%*
23%*
Are very or somewhat involved in their local 
union [Question 78] 27%*
11%*
*Statistically significant difference.
Note: Newcomer=less than five years; Veteran=more than 20 years.
Figure 4–2. Favoritism?














of the needs of 
veteran teachers
Tending to the 





Note: Newcomer=less than five years; Veteran=more than 20 years.






































































Figure 4–5. Improving the Profession
Percent who rate each idea as “excellent” or “good” for attracting and 
retaining high-quality teachers to the teaching profession:
Veteran (n=363)Newcomer (n=110)
0 20 40 60 80 100
Give teachers more time during the school 




Make it far easier to leave and return to 




Make it easier to earn and take sabbatical 
leave for teachers working in really 
challenging schools [Question 18] 
69%
72%




Actively recruit and train second-career 
candidates from business and other 
sectors of the economy [Question 12]
58%
50%
Ease state certification requirements 
while intensifying in-class supervision, 
observation, and mentoring [Question 13]
48%
45%
Offer new teachers substantially higher 
starting salaries in exchange for smaller 




Note: Newcomer=less than five years; Veteran=more than 20 years.
















































































































































Sources: US Department of Education, Institute of Education Science, National Center 
for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics, 2006; NCES School and Staffing 
Survey, 2003–2004.
Appendix A. Methodology 
Waiting to Be Won Over is based on a nationally representative random sample of 1,010 K–12 public school teachers conducted 
in fall 2007. The margin of error for the overall sample is plus or minus 3 percentage points. The survey was preceded by six 
focus groups.
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1. Are you: 
79	Female
21	Male





























How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements 
about teachers and the public schools? [Questions 6–11]
6. Although they are on the front lines, teachers are rarely 





  * Not	Sure
7. Teachers are required to do too much paperwork and 





  * Not	Sure
8. Too many veteran teachers who are burned out stay 
because they do not want to walk away from the benefits 






9. Too much negative press coverage about the public schools 
discourages talented, well-educated people from pursuing 






10. When individual schools fail it’s usually because they have 






11. All the paperwork and legal and contractual restrictions 






How would you rate each of the following ideas for attracting and 
retaining high-quality teachers to the teaching profession? [Questions 
12–18]
12. Actively recruit and train second-career candidates from 






13. Ease state certification requirements while intensifying in-












  * Not	Sure
15. Make it far easier to leave and return to teaching without 






This survey is based on a national random sample of 1,010 K–12 public school teachers. It was conducted by mail and 
online in fall 2007. The margin of error is plus or minus 3 percentage points. Numbers may not add up to 100 percent due to 
rounding. An asterisk (*) indicates less than one percent; a dash (-) indicates zero.
Appendix B. National Survey of Public School Teachers
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16. Offer new teachers substantially higher starting salaries in 












18. Make it easier to earn and take sabbatical leave for teachers 






How much would you favor or oppose giving financial incentives to 
each of the following: [Questions 19–23]
19. Teachers who consistently receive outstanding evaluations 






20. Teachers whose kids routinely score higher than similar 






21. Teachers who receive accreditation from the National Board 






22. Teachers who specialize in hard-to-fill subjects such as 













24. Suppose that in your district the students of some teachers 
make more academic progress—in terms of improved 
reading levels, teacher evaluations, and classroom 
tests—when compared to similar students taught by other 
teachers. How much would you favor or oppose financially 






25. At your school, do you think there are outstanding teachers 







26. In what ways, if any, do school officials at your school or 









27. Some suggest that the best way to measure teacher 
effectiveness is to assess students’ skills and knowledge 
when they first come to a teacher and to measure them 
again when students leave to see what progress was made. 







28. Thinking of your own experience being evaluated as a 
teacher, which statement would come closest to describing 







The next few questions are about tenure. Although “tenure” policies 
vary from state to state, for the purposes of this survey, please think 
of a tenured teacher as one who has been awarded job protections 
and due process rights after successfully completing a probationary 
period, typically 2 to 4 years in length.
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30. In general, when you hear that a teacher at your school has 
been awarded tenure, which of these two thoughts would be 





31. To what extent would you support or oppose strengthening 
the formal evaluation of probationary teachers so that they 







32. And when it comes to tenured teachers, how often do you 








33. If you had the choice, would you personally be willing to 
trade tenure for a pay increase (e.g., $5,000 per year), or 
would the pay increase have to be a lot higher, or would you 





34. If you had the choice, would you personally be willing to 
trade tenure for more autonomy and control over decisions 
affecting your school, would it have to be a lot more 














Whether or not you are currently a member of a union or association, 
or whether collective bargaining exists in your district, please answer 
the remaining questions to the best of your knowledge. As a public 
school teacher, your opinion counts. Remember, if you feel an item is 
not applicable to you, please skip it and move on to the next one.





37. In many states, the teaching profession is unionized, and 
salary, benefits and work rules are determined by collective 






38. Similarly, teaching is sometimes perceived as a profession 
with considerable job protection, one where it is rare to lose 













40. Today in your district, how would you describe the 
relationship between the teachers union or association and 





How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 
[Questions 41–49]
41. Teachers would have more prestige if collective bargaining 






42. Despite having the strength of their unions behind them, 
rank-and-file teachers usually have very little control over 






43. The union charges far higher dues than are warranted by 






44. The union regularly provides information and opportunities 
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45. The union sometimes fights to protect teachers who really 






46. Teachers facing unfair charges from parents or students 












48. Without collective bargaining, the working conditions and 






49. Without a union, teachers would be vulnerable to school 






Overall, how effective would you say the teachers union or 
association is at the following levels: [Questions 50–53]
























Here are some functions that teachers unions or associations may 
or may not perform. For each, please indicate whether the union or 
association in your district currently does it or not. Then, answer the 
corresponding “IF YES” or “IF NO” questions. [Questions 54–65]
54A. Effectively negotiate contracts, salary, and benefits on 
behalf of teachers—does the union or association in your 

















55A. Keep teachers updated on new instructional methods and 


















56A. Negotiate to keep class size down in the district—does the 
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57A. Protect teachers through due process and grievance 


















58A. Provide support and mentoring to new teachers—does the 

















59A. Provide teachers with high-quality training and professional 


















60A. Regularly inform teachers about their benefits, rights, and 
responsibilities—does the union or association in your 

















61A. Expand the career ladder for teachers by negotiating new 
and differentiated roles and responsibilities—does the union 

















62A. Guide ineffective teachers out of the profession—does the 
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63A. Lead efforts to identify ineffective teachers and retrain 


















64A. Negotiate new ways to more meaningfully and effectively 
evaluate teachers—does the union or association in your 

















65A. Screen teachers who are new or transferring to ensure they 
are a good fit with the schools they’re going to—does the 


























67. In some districts, the process for removing teachers who are 
clearly ineffective and shouldn’t be in the classroom—but 
who are past the probationary period—is very difficult and 
time-consuming. Is this the case in your district, or not?
55	Yes	 	 13	No	 	 32	Not	Sure
68. Do you personally know a teacher in your building who is 
past the probationary period but who is clearly ineffective 
and shouldn’t be in the classroom, or not? 
46	Yes	 	 42	No	 	 12	Not	Sure
69. Assume that teachers would keep some due process 
protection against unfair practices by administrators. If the 
union or association in your district were to take the lead on 
ways to simplify the process for removing such teachers, 







70. Which of these do you think is the most likely course of 
action a principal in your district would take if faced with a 









71. Typically, teachers get salary increases according to a 
strictly defined schedule mostly driven by their years of 
service and the credits they attain. Is this mostly how it 
works in your district, or not? 
97	Yes	 	  2	No	 	  1	Not	Sure
72. Assume that years of service and number of credits would 
still be taken into account. If the union or association in your 
district were to take the lead on negotiating a way to add 
teacher performance as a consideration when deciding an 
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73. Some school districts have a system for matching teachers 
with schools where any teacher, regardless of seniority, has 
an equal opportunity to fill a vacancy. It basically comes 
down to whether the teacher wants to work in the school 
and whether the school wants the teacher. Is this mostly 
how it works in your district, or not?
44	Yes	 	 38	No	 	 19	Not	Sure
74. If the union or association in your district was trying to move 








75. Overall, when the union or association in your district 







76. Would you say that the teachers union or association in your 





77. Which of these best describes what it means to you 






78. Other than receiving mailings and notices, how involved and 






79. During the time you have been a public school teacher, have 
you personally filed a grievance against a district or not? [If 
you have filed more than one, please think about the most 
recent.] [Base: Personally Filed a Grievance]
 8	Yes	 	 92	No	 	  1	Not	Sure	
80. Did it end in your favor, or not? [Base: Personally Filed a 
Grievance]
73	Yes	 	 25	No	 	  3	It	is	currently	in	process










  * Not	Sure
83. As you may know, charter schools operate under a 
charter or contract that frees them from many of the state 
regulations imposed on public schools and permits them to 
operate independently. How much do you favor or oppose 






84. In several districts across the nation, teachers unions are 




















87. Were either of your parents a public school teacher when 
you were growing up?
16	Yes	 	 84	No
88. Whether or not they were public school teachers, were 
either of your parents a member of a union when you were 
growing up?
35	Yes	 	 65	No
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92. Approximately what percentage of students at your school 












94. As far as you know, which national organization is your 







95. Which of the following best describes your own race/
ethnicity?
 5	African-American	or	Black
 1	Asian	or	Pacific	Islander
 4	Hispanic	or	Latino
88	White	or	Caucasian
 2	Something	else

